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of them had expertly won my return ticket in a dice game.
He had then handsomely sold it lor twenty shillings and bought
drinks for all hands until we were eventually thrown out. Next
day I found a chance to work my passage back to New
York on a freighter, with greatly increased respect for university
training and favourably disposed towards further adventures
at sea.
One afternoon in August I was out on the East River docks,
where the refreshing tang of salt water on a hot day made me
yearn for a regular sea-going job. The Escobar, a once white,
converted yacht of five or six hundred tons, was straining at her
lines as though eager to be free. Several men were busy on deck,
directed by an officer who presently came ashore. He eyed me
sharply as he passed, seemingly about to speak, but continued on
into a warehouse. One of the men leaned over the ship's rail to
ask if I had an extra cigarette.
He said they were leaving that night at high tide with a cargo
of machinery for Boca Del Toro, Central America. They would
return in a month with a load of bananas. The crew was still
short a man, and he thought I might land a job if I'd ever been
at sea. The mate had just gone ashore, but the skipper was in
the wheel-house; I could go up and talk to him.
Captain Brun was a heavy-set, grim-faced Norwegian with a
stubby red beard and a very positive air. He fired a round of
questions at me when he learned I was a Cuban, inquiring closely
into what I had been doing, and where, for the past few years.
As he did not seem to be a man one could lie to with impunity, I
admitted my limited experience at sea, but assured him I had
learned to stand watch and box a compass. I was also a good
painter. He smiled sparingly at this as he told me to see the mate,
who gave me a job.
Shortly after midnight a small tug drew up alongside the
Escobar, twenty-five men scrambled aboard, were hurried below
decks. A few minutes later we cast off and backed away from the
dock. As I was off duty, I turned in, but the softly throbbing
engines and a realization that one of my dreams was coming
true kept me awake. Three men snoring in their bunks added to
my wakefulness. When Scotty, the man who had cadged a
cigarette, came down I asked him about our last-minute
passengers, but he offered no explanation. He advised me to
forget it, saying that the first law of the sea is to obey orders and